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DATA CELLS, AND A SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR 
ACCESSING DATA IN A DATA CELL 

Cross-Reference to Related Applications 

This application claims the benefit of U.S. Provisional 
Application Serial No. 60/215,447, filed on June 30, 2000. 

Technical Field 

The present invention relates generally to database systems. 
More particularly, the present invention relates to a system and 
method for storing and accessing data in data cells. 

Background of the Invention 

Current database technology generally relies on one of three 
main types: relational databases, object-oriented databases, or a 
combination of relational and object-oriented databases. Relational 
databases divide the world into tables, with columns defining data 
fields and rows defining data records. Relational databases then use 
relationships and set theory to model and manage real-world data. 
Object-oriented databases model the world in objects, in which data is 
encapsulated into objects and associated with methods and procedures. 
Object-relational databases are a combination of the previous two types. 

All of these database constructs are primarily concerned with 
organizing data into predefined formats and structures. In order to 
represent the data, an object or a table must be defined with known 
data characteristics. For instance, before data can be stored in an object, 
the object must be defined to allow certain types of data, and the object 
must be pre-associated with relevant procedures. Alternatively, in the 
relational database construct, a table must be defined before any data 
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can be stored in the table, with each column being defined to allow 
only certain amounts and types of data. 

Unfortunately, this pre-defining of data is always done without a 
perfect knowledge of the real- world data being modeled. As a result, 
5 once the database is actually implemented, changes often must be made 

to the table definitions or objects so as to more accurately reflect the 
real-world data. These changes will typically require that the database 
be reconstructed according to the new definitions. In addition, even 
after an optimum definition of the real-word data is created, the 
10 existing database constructs are not flexible enough to handle unique 

situations that do not fit the optimum definition. Once this definition 
is created, along with the related data formats, relationships, and 
methods, the created structure cannot be easily modified to allow the 
representation of the unusual case. 

15 What is needed is a database construct that is not as rigid as the 

existing models of relational and object-oriented databases. This 
preferred model would not require a pre-definition of the data, but 
would rather allow data to be entered as it is encountered. Associations 
between data elements could be developed on-the-fly, and new data 

20 could be added to the system even if the pre-existing model did not 

expect such data to exist. 

Summary of the Invention 

The present invention meets the needs and overcomes the 
associated limitations of the prior art by storing data in cells. A data cell 
25 contains only a single element of data. By storing all data in these cells, 

data can be dynamically structured according to changing needs. In 
addition, the information stored in the cell is easily accessible, meaning 
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that data extrapolation is quick and easy. Additional references to a 
particular data value will always use the one data value that has been 
dynamically normalized by the present invention. Finally, meta data 
that defines data structures and types are stored in data cells, which 
5 allows the data collection to be self-defining. 

The data cell of the present invention includes four elements: an 
Entity Instance Identifier (identified in this application through the 
letter "O"), an Entity Type Identifier ("E"), an Attribute Type Identifier 
("A"), and an Attribute Value ("V"). For instance, the existence of an 

10 employee who is named "Johnson" would be represented by a single 

cell. The Entity Type Identifier would be an "Employee." The Entity 
Instance Identifier is an identifier, such as the number "1," that allows 
the employee to be uniquely identified. The Attribute Type Identifier 
would be the "Employee Name/ 7 and the Attribute Value would be 

15 "Johnson." The data cell would look like the following: 

O E A V 



Employee Employee Name 



Johnson 



Groups of cells with identical O and E values constitute a cell set, 
and contain information about a specific instance of an entity. Every 
cell contains a unique combination of O, E, A, and V, meaning that 
20 each cell is unique within any particular information universe. 

Relationships between cells and cell sets are created through the 
use of "linking" or "synapse" cells. Synapse cells are created through a 
process of transmutation. In transmutation, two cell sets are associated 
with each other through the creation of two synapse cells. The first 
25 synapse cell has the O and E values of the first cell set, and has an A and 
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V value equal to the E and O value, respectively, of the second cell set. 
The second synapse cell has the O and E values of the second cell set, 
and has as its A and V values the E and O value, respectively, of the 
first cell set. 

5 

Brief Description of the Drawings 

Figure 1 is a prior art database table showing a sample 
representation of employee data in a relational database system. 

Figure 2 is a prior art database table showing a sample 
10 representation of project data in a relational database system. 

Figure 3 is a prior art database table showing a sample 
representation of relationship data in a relational database system. 

Figure 4 is a schematic illustration of a cell of the present 
invention showing the four components of a data cell. 

15 Figure 5 shows an example data cell. 

Figure 6 is a cell listing of present invention data cells containing 
the data stored in the tables shown in Figures 1 and 2. 

Figure 7 is a cell listing showing three cells that can be added to 
the cell set list. 

20 Figure 8 is a schematic drawing showing the first stage of 

transmutation to create a synapse cell linking an employee cell set with 
a project cell set. 

Figure 9 is a schematic drawing showing the second stage of 
transmutation to create a second synapse cell linking a project cell set 
25 with an employee cell set. 
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Figure 10 is a cell listing showing a portion of the data cells 
shown in Figure 6 along with the synapse cells setting forth the 
relationships found in Figure 3. 



5 Detailed Description of the Invention 

1. Prior Art 

Figures 1 through 3 show three relational tables as would be 
used in the prior art. The first table 10 shown in Figure 1 contains 
employees. There are four columns in this table 10, namely employee 

10 name 12, social security number 14, address 16, and salary 18. These 

columns 12, 14, 16, and 18 define the different types of data that can be 
contained in table 10. Table 10 also contains three rows 20 of data. Each 
row 20 contains information about a different employee in the table 10. 
Data values for a relational data table such as table 10 are determined by 

15 finding the field that exists at the cross section between a particular row 

20 and a particular column 12, 14, 16, or 18. 

Similarly, the second table 40 shown in Figure 2 contains 
information about projects that employees might work on for their 
employer. The projects table 40 shown in Figure 2 contains only two 
20 columns, namely a project name column 42 and a project size column 

44. The projects table 40 contains information about three projects, and 
therefore the table contains exactly three rows 46. 

It is often important in databases to model the fact that some 
data is associated with other data. In the example of employees and 
25 projects, as shown in Figures 1 and 2, the database should show that 

certain employees work on certain projects. If only one employee can 
be assigned to a project, it would be possible to associate an employee 
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with a project simply by adding an employee column to the project 
table 40. Similarly, if each employee were assigned only to a single 
project a project column in the employee table 10 would serve to make 
the association. 

5 However, in the real world, it is likely that each project will 

have more than one employee assigned to it, and it is likely that each 
employee will be assigned to more than one project. To handle the 
possibility of these types of many-to-many relationships, it is necessary 
to utilize a third table 60, such as that shown in Figure 3. This third 

10 table 60 contains only two columns, namely project name 62 and 

employee name 64. The project name column 62 contains the same 
type of information as the project name column 42 in table 40. 
Likewise, employee name column 64 contains the same information as 
employee name column 12 of table 10. Each row 66 represents a 

15 relationship between a row 20 in table 10 (i.e., an employee) and a row 

46 in table 40 (i.e., a project). Thus, table 60 shows that the Red project 
has two employees working on it, namely Johnson and Anderson, 
while the Yellow and Green projects have only a single employee 
assigned to them, namely Rodriguez. 

20 Very often, relational databases utilize key fields to aid in data 

access. The data in a key field must be unique for the entire table. Thus, 
a key field for the employee table 10 might be the social security 
number column, since the U.S. government strives to ensure that each 
social security number is unique to one individual. In project table 40, 

25 it might be wise to create a project number column that is subject to a 

uniqueness constraint to ensure that no two rows 46 contain the same 
project number. The key fields are then pre-indexed, which allows fast 
access to data in a table when the key field is known. These key fields 
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can then be used to create efficient relationships in a table such as table 
60. 

2. Data Cells 

5 The present invention differs from traditional relational and 

object-oriented databases in that all data is stored in data cells 100. In its 
most generic sense, a data cell 100 is a data construct that contains a 
single attribute value. In comparison to a relational database table, a 
single data cell would contain the value of a field found at a single 

10 column and row intersection. The data cell 100 of the present 

invention differs from an intersection in a data table in that the data 
cell 100 is not stored within a table or an object construct. Because there 
is no external construct to associate one cell 100 with another, each data 
cell 100 of the present invention must be self-identifying. In other 

15 words, the data cell 100 must contain not only the value of interest, but 

it also must contain enough information to identify the attribute to 
which the value relates, and to associate the attribute with a particular 
instance of an entity. 

As shown in Figure 4, the preferred embodiment of a data cell 
20 100 utilizes four fields: an Entity Instance Identifier 102, an Entity Type 

Identifier 104, an Attribute Type Identifier 106, and an Attribute Value 
108. These four fields 102, 104, 106, and 108 are also identified by the one 
letter titles "O," "E," "A," and "V," respectively. 

The O field 102 is the Entity Instance Identifier, and serves to 
25 uniquely identify the entity that is associated with the data cell 100. The 

E field 104 is the Entity Type Identifier, which identifies the type of 
entity associated with the cell 100. The O field 102 and the E field 104 
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together uniquely identify an entity in an information universe. An 
information or data universe is defined as the complete collection of 
data cells 100 that exist together. All cells 100 with the same O field 102 
and E field 104 within an information universe are considered part of 
5 the same cell set 101. All cells 100 within a cell set 101 are used to store 

data and relationships about the particular entity instance identified by 
the combination of the O and E fields 102, 104. 

The A or Attribute Type Identifier field 106 indicates the type of 
information found in the cell 100. Finally, the V or Attribute Value 
10 field 108 contains the actual real-world information that is found in the 

cell 100. The data in V 108 can be of any type, including a character 
string, a number, a picture, a short movie clip, a voice print, an 
external pointer, an executable, or any other type of data. 

Each cell 100 contains one unit or element of information, such 
15 as the fact that a particular employee makes $50,000 per year. The data 

cell 100 that contains this information might look like that shown in 
Figure 5. The O field 102 contains the phrase "Object ID," which 
indicates that the O field 102 contains some type of identifier to 
uniquely identify the employee that has this salary. In the preferred 
20 embodiment, the object identifiers in the O field 102 are integers. The E 

field 104 of Figure 5 indicates that the type of entity that this cell 100 
applies to is an employee. The A field 106 shows that this cell 100 
describes the salary attribute. Finally, the V field 108 contains the actual, 
real-world data for the cell 100, namely the $50,000 salary. 

25 Figure 6 shows the data found in Figures 1 and 2 in the form of 

data cells 100 of the current invention. For each employee in table 10, 
the four columns 12, 14, 16, and 18 of data are embodied in four 



separate data cells 100. The data for the employee named Johnson are 
found in the first four data cells 100 in Figure 6. Since these first four 
data cells 100 all contain the same O and E values, these cells 100 form a 
cell set 101. More specifically, the O field 102 and E field 104 indicate 
that this first cell set 101 contains information about instance number 
"1" of an entity of type "Employee." The A fields 106 of these four cells 
100 represent the four attributes for which data has been stored, namely 
Employee Name, Social Security, Address, and Salary. The V fields 108 
holds the actual values for these attributes. 

An examination of Figures 1, 2, and 6 reveals that all of the 
information stored in tables 10 and 40 has been replicated in individual 
data cells 100 of Figure 6. In Figure 1, the employee Anderson has no 
salary value in column 18. Thus, the second cell set 101 in Figure 6 * 
contains only three cells 100, since no cell 100 is needed to represent 
that fact that no information is known about Anderson's salary. This 
differs from relational database table of Figure 1, where each column 
12, 14, 16, and 18 must exist for all employee rows 20, even in cases 
where no value exists and the field simply sits empty. 

Moreover, this flexibility makes it possible to have additional 
cells 100 for some cell sets 101 that do not exist in other cell sets 101. 
Figure 7 shows three possible additional cells 100 that relate to the 
employee named "Johnson/ 7 With the flexibility of the cell-based data 
structure of the present invention, it is possible to add cells 100 such as 
those shown in Figure 7 on the fly. There is no need to restructure the 
database to allow such new information, as would be required if new 
information were to be tracked in a prior art relational or object 
oriented database. 
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3. Transmutation 

As shown in Figure 3, an association between the employee 
named Johnson and the project named Red is created in a relational 
database by creating a row 66 in a relationship table 60. An association 
between cells 100 and/or cell sets 101 can also be created in the cell- 
based data structure of the present invention. This is accomplished 
through the use of special types of cells known as synapse cells 110. 

Synapse cells 110 are created through a process known as 
transmutation, which is illustrated in Figures 8 and 9. Figure 8 shows 
two conventional cells 100, the first belonging to the cell set 101 relating 
to the employee named Johnson, and the second belonging to the cell 
set 101 relating to the Red project. The synapse cell 110 that establishes 
an association between these two cell sets 101 is created by making a 
new synapse cell 110 based upon the values of cells 100 from the two 
cell sets 101. The new synapse cell is given the same O 102 and E 104 
values of the first cell set 101, in this case the values "1" and 
"Employee/ 7 The A 106 and the V 108 values of the synapse cell 110 are 
taken from the E 104 and the O 102 values, respectively, of the second 
cell 100. This "transmutation" of the existing cells 100 into a new 
synapse cell 110 is represented in Figure 8 by four arrows. 

The association of the two cell sets 101 is not complete, however, 
with the creation of a single synapse cell 110. This is because every 
association created in the present invention is preferably a two-way 
association, and therefore requires the creation of a second synapse cell, 
as shown in Figure 9. This second synapse cell 110 is created using the 
same O 102 and E 104 values as that of the second cell 100. The A 106 
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and the V 108 values of this second synapse cell 110 are taken from the 
E 104 and the O 102 values, respectively, of the first cell 100 being 
associated. The transmutation into the second synapse cell 110 is 
shown by the arrows in Figure 9. 

When the two synapse cells 110 shown in Figures 8 and 9 have 
been created, then the association between the cell sets 101 has been 
completed. Figure 10 shows the cell listing of Figure 6, with the first 
and last cells 100 of Figure 6 surrounding vertical ellipses that represent 
all of the other cells 100 of Figure 6. In addition to the cells 100 of Figure 
6, the cell listing of Figure 10 includes the synapse cells 110 that are 
needed to represent the relationships shown in table 60 of Figure 3. It is 
clear that each synapse cell 110 has a partner synapse cell 110 that shows 
the same association in the opposite direction. Thus, eight synapse cells 
are used to represent the four relationships shown in table 60 of Figure 
3. 

The synapse cells 110 are generally treated the same as other cells 
100 that exist in a data universe. Occasionally, it is useful to be able to 
know whether a particular cell 100 contains actual data, or is a synapse 
cell 110. In the present invention, this is accomplished by associating a 
value, bitmap, or other flagging device with each cell 100 in the data 
universe. By examining this value, it would be possible for a database 
management system to immediately determine whether the cell 100 is 
a synapse cell 110 or contains real-world data. 

The terms synapse and cell are used in this description to allude 
to the similarity between the present invention and the way that the 
human brain is believed to store memories. When the brain 
encounters new data, the data is stored in the brain's memory cells. The 



-12- 



brain does not pre-define the data into tables or objects, but rather 
simply accepts all data "on-the-fly" and puts it together later. 

Research has shown that the synapses in the brain hook cells 
together. Where synapse pathways are more frequently traversed in the 
brain, those pathways become thicker or are connected with more 
synapses. As a result, these connections become stronger. At the same 
time, other connections can be formed in the brain that can be loose or 
incorrect. Yet these memory errors to not corrupt the database of the 
brain. Rather, the brain is constantly checking associations for validity, 
and correcting those associations as needed. 

This is similar to the present invention. Data is encountered and 
placed into data cells 100. There is no need to predefine tables or objects 
before a new source of data is encountered. New cells 100 are simply 
created as needed. Synapse cells 101 can be formed between those data 
cells 100 on the fly. The associations that are represented by these 
synapse cells 101 can be strong or week, and be broken as needed 
without altering the structure of the database. 

4. Conclusion 

The above description provides an illustrative version of the 
present invention. It should be clear that many modifications to the 
invention may be made without departing from its scope. For instance, 
it would be possible to include only some of the elements of the 
present invention without exceeding the essence of the present 
invention. Therefore, the scope of the present invention is to be 
limited only by the following claims. 



